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Renegades and Refugees
S herry R obinson

•

Lipan Apaches at the Mescalero Apache Reservation, 1879–1881

A

gent Samuel A. Russell had little more on his mind in early June 1879
than building a school on the Mescalero Apache Reservation.1 Before
the month was out, unfolding events overwhelmed Russell’s limited skills, but then the southeastern New Mexico reservation’s growing and
diverse population would have confounded the best of agents. The comings and
goings—of Apache bands, Comanches, soldiers from two military departments,
and a few players in the Lincoln County War—were not what the federal government had in mind when it established the reservation six years earlier.
The Apaches had asked for land of their own where they might settle and
hunt. At the time, the government saw reservations as incubators where wandering tribes could be transformed into farmers and good citizens and as stages
to complete the process of extinguishing Indian land titles to make way for
white settlement.2 For Apaches, the wars had not yet ended, and the Mescalero
Reservation promised an end to roaming and raiding; it was also a place where
various bands might be collected, which would simplify military operations.
However, the Apaches’ need for food and supplies opened the door to corruption and inefficiency by both Indian agents and contractors, which compromised the reservation’s mission for years. Also, by concentrating the Apaches,
their herds became a magnet for rustlers.

Sherry Robinson is a New Mexico journalist and historian. She is the author of I Fought a
Good Fight: A History of the Lipan Apaches, Apache Voices, and El Malpais, Mt. Taylor, and the
Zuni Mountains. The Lipan book won the Fray Francisco Atanasio Dominguez Award from
the Historical Society of New Mexico in 2014.
Robinson / Renegades and Refugees

9

The U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs agents were typically appointed on the basis
of patronage, not on the candidate’s experience or suitability. Russell, who had
operated a drug store in Des Moines, Iowa, was an officious man who believed
he could keep order with a stern lecture. He was at least honest and did defend
the Apaches against unfair criticism. Like other agents, Russell reported every
development, large and small, to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Ezra A. Hayt,
a banker whose understanding of Native people was several rungs beneath Russell’s.3 On 30 June, Russell’s orderly world ended. “Vitoria [sic] and his band
came into this Agency today,” he wrote. Chief Victorio and his Warm Springs
Apaches had broken from the San Carlos Reservation in Arizona two years
earlier; in 1879 they sent emissaries to Mescalero, where they had friends and
in-laws. Russell promised Victorio that if he and his people came in, they would
be “protected and cared for.”4
Historians have amply documented Victorio’s arrival and departure from
Mescalero in 1879, and narrated his final raids and ultimate demise in 1880.5
Left in the historical dust is the fact that the Lipan Apaches also considered the
forty-five-square-mile Mescalero reserve a safe haven, and their arrival coincided with Victorio’s, creating new complications. The Lipans, who had longstanding ties to the Mescaleros, had visited the area for decades, but they were
not welcomed as Victorio was. Russell and his military counterparts knew so
little of the Eastern Apaches that they believed the Lipans to be a tribe from
Mexico. The Lipans and their Mescalero relatives were then caught in the diplomatic crossfire between Mexico and the United States. Unaware of the history and most of the facts, Russell floundered toward a decision on the Lipans’
disposition, composing pages of reports to his superiors in Washington, whose
ill-considered policies made a touchy situation worse and probably extended
the duration of Victorio’s final war.
Within weeks of Victorio’s appearance in spring of 1879, Lipan Apaches
began trickling in from their camps on the lower Rio Grande in Texas and
from the mountains of Coahuila in Mexico. They were not unknown in New
Mexico, at least to other Apaches. Bands of the Lipans’ ancestors were well
established along the Canadian River in present-day New Mexico when Coronado arrived on the Great Plains in 1541. After 1680 they migrated east and
made Texas their home. In the late 1700s, they divided into Upper (No Water)
Lipans, living on the Pecos River and the Staked Plains, and Lower (Big Water)
Lipans, on the lower Rio Grande and Texas Gulf Coast. Following American
immigration to Texas, Lipans joined the Texas rebellion, became friends of
Sam Houston, and scouted for the Texas Rangers and the U.S. Army. They
became the second-most-powerful tribe in Texas after the Comanches. Deteriorating relations in the early 1850s drove Lipans and other Apache groups
10
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out of Texas. Settling in Mexico, they raided Texas from their bases across the
Rio Grande.
For most of their history, the Lipans, Mescaleros, and other Eastern Apaches
had close ties. After war and disease reduced the populations of both Lipans
and Mescaleros, certain groups of both tribes combined for strength, and many
of the northernmost Lipans routinely migrated between Texas, Mexico, and
the Mescalero Reservation.6 Anthropologist Morris Opler, working at Mescalero in the 1930s, learned that the Upper Lipans and some Mescaleros had
lived together so long that the Tú é dine ndé, once a Lipan band, had become
a blended group of Lipans and Mescaleros. When Opler interviewed Lipans in
1935, he was surprised to learn that the Lower Lipans considered themselves
the true representatives of their culture because they had less contact with the
Mescaleros.7
In early July 1879, the Lipans’ presence became pronounced at Mescalero,
and the agency interpreter pointed them out to Russell, who had arrived a few
months earlier after serving four years as agent to the Utes and Jicarilla Apaches
in northern New Mexico. Russell also learned that more than thirty Comanches
were camped on the reservation, and more were expected from a place called
Salt Spring, probably in Texas. The commanding officer at nearby Fort Stanton
said that as long as the Comanches were quiet and not disturbing anyone, a passive policy on the part of the military was best.8 Russell gave them supplies but
told them they had to leave. The Comanches asked to stay permanently. At that
time, Comanches who chose freedom over reservation life had for some time
operated with Mescalero, Lipan, and other Apache bands. Commissioner Hayt
ordered Russell to arrest them all.9
U.S. and Mexican authorities believed the Mescalero Reservation was a hive
of troublemakers raiding on both sides of the international border. Commissioner Hayt wrote on 9 July, “It is charged that your Indians are the guilty parties
and that proper measures have not been adopted to prevent them from leaving the reservation.” Russell responded that in April he granted a few passes
for people to leave and gather mescal, but since May, he had refused passes. He
wrote, “I have in every possible way tried to impress them with the fact that they
were not to leave the reservation, that it was large enough for them to hunt on
and that they would have no protection off of it and when away were liable to be
arrested at any time.” If Fort Stanton’s commanding officer was correct in saying
a thousand men could not keep rustlers and liquor sellers off the reservation,
he argued, how many would it take to keep Indians on the reservation? Russell
admitted the Mescaleros did some horse stealing, but so did everyone else, and
yet “nearly everything of the kind that occurs in all this country is charged upon
these Indians.” For all his bravado, Russell was feeling the pressure. On 21 June,
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he told the Mescaleros, “with all the emphasis that [he] was capable of ” to get
their people who were off the reservation to return.10
Russell contacted Col. George A. Purington at Fort Stanton about arresting
the Lipans: “There are about twenty of these Lipans near here, five men and the
rest women. These Indians will in all probability all be at the agency next Tuesday. By that time, there may be more of them. The ones here have come in small
groups.” Russell thought they could be arrested without trouble on issue day.11
On 24 July at two o’clock in the afternoon, soldiers surrounded three men, a boy,
four women, and two infants and removed them to Fort Stanton, about fifteen
miles north. Alarmed Mescaleros ran for the hills, but Victorio and his group
remained. An estimated twenty more Lipans, camped nearby, evaporated. After
Russell learned that one man, woman, and child were Mescaleros who had
been in Mexico, he ordered them released.12 “I presume that those not arrested
will now leave but am not certain, have been told by a friendly squaw that
they threaten to kill both myself and interpreter before leaving,” Russell wrote.
“There is also some excitement among the Mescaleros who were their immediate friends. I believe that this arrest will have a good effect upon my Indians.
(The present excitement will be temporary.) I have improved the opportunity to
lecture them on the importance of staying on the reservation and to warn them
that by leaving it they may be liable to like treatment.” Commissioner Hayt
scolded Russell for not arresting all the Lipans, but the commissioner was probably agitated owing to a trial the month before in which he stood accused of circulating overly optimistic information about stock in a failed bank of which he
was president. Hayt would not last another six months in office.13
The next day, Capt. L. H. Tucker asked what to do with the Lipans: “The
Indians are now in a tent under guard, there being no building at the post in
which they can be placed.” One of the prisoners insisted that he was a Mescalero
and that his companion, a Lipan, was a visiting relative. Several weeks after the
arrest, the respected Mescalero chief San Juan informed Russell that one of the
prisoners was his brother. The people Russell arrested had been living in Mexico, San Juan said, and he had sent for them. If his brother was punished, he
too should be punished for having induced his brother to return. Army officers
were still asking about the Lipans in September and had moved them from the
tent to a room in order “to prevent further suffering and sickness.” In October
the small group still languished at Fort Stanton while Russell awaited orders
from Washington.14 The question would work its way from the commissioner
of Indian affairs to the secretary of the interior to the secretary of state and the
secretary of war.
What Chief San Juan did next challenged the many descriptions of Apaches
as “savages.” He hired Albert Jennings Fountain, one of the most prominent
12
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Chief San Juan, 1882. Chief San Juan
of the Mescalero Apaches sent for his
relatives, who were living in the Smoke
Mountains of Mexico. After the Indian
agent had them and some Lipan Apaches
arrested, San Juan secured the services of
attorney Albert Fountain. R. W. Russsell,
14 June, 1882. Photograph courtesy Palace
of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/
DCA), 015893.

lawyers in the territory. Fountain advised the Mescaleros to speak with the
commanding officer at Fort Stanton.15 On 11 October, San Juan, medicine man
Gregorio, and head man Roman Chiquito asked to speak to Lt. Col. Peter T.
Swaine about the prisoners.16 San Juan explained that after “the Texans” attacked
the reservation, many people had left. By Texans, he meant cowboy partisans
of the Lincoln County War who in late December 1874 and early January 1875
attacked reservation Apaches camped a mile from Fort Stanton, driving them
out of their camp, killing fifteen people, and stealing ninety-eight horses. Officers heard the shots but did not report the incident until the next morning. In
the previous two months, more than two hundred head of stock had been stolen
from the Apaches.17 “Doubtless, the Indians that have left the Reservation are on
the war path and driven to it by a class of outlaws whose highest aspiration is
to pilfer and plunder,” wrote Agent W. D. Crothers, who often railed against the
region’s lawlessness and the corruption in nearby Lincoln. He resigned in frustration a year later.18
On the night of 15 January 1875, rumors flew that the raiders would return,
and all the Apaches except a few exited in a “general stampede,” Crothers
reported.19 That spring, an agency employee, Andrew Sharpe, found them in the
Smoke Mountains south of El Paso in Mexico.20 Sharpe talked some Apaches
into returning, but San Juan’s relatives remained because they were afraid to
return. 21 That winter, San Juan sent José María to find his brother Polonio and
his family, and bring them back to the reservation, saying, “I wanted them to
come and live with us and pass the rest of their days here on the reservation.”
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With a pass from the agent, José María departed for Mexico, and “He returned
with them two moons ago,” San Juan said. “He was then put in the calaboose
and has been there ever since with all the family. The Indians are all angry about
this and are afraid that evil is intended towards them.” Always advocating peace,
San Juan had raised a crop of corn to demonstrate his good faith. “I would be
well satisfied here if we were treated justly,” he said.22
Polonio told Swaine that he, his wife, and their daughter were Mescaleros.
After the cowboys’ attacks, they fled the reservation, travelling first to the Guadalupe Mountains on the New Mexico-Texas border and then to the Smoke
Mountains. There they stayed until José María, his daughter’s husband, came
for them about seven months earlier with a paper from the agent. They returned
with him, and when they reached the reservation, the agent told them to come
for rations in two days. “When I returned with my family, it was my desire and
intention to remain and live in peace with my people on the reservation,” Polonio said. “When we came he [Russell] had soldiers there and sent us to the calaboose at this place where we have been ever since confined.”23
José María also wanted only to return to the reservation, plant his corn and
live in peace. He testified, “I know that Washington commands, and the commandant here (Col. Swaine) commands and the agent commands.” Gesturing
to the U.S. flag, he said: “I know that flag. I know it represents the government,
and I have always obeyed the government and its officers. I have always tried
to do right and cannot understand why I have been imprisoned with my wife
and children. I have one tongue and tell the truth.” Also present was former
Mescalero agent Fred C. Godfroy, who told Swaine that he recognized José
María and confirmed that about seven months earlier, he had given him a pass
to find some of his relatives. Gregorio, a medicine man sometimes referred
to as Gorgonio (agents habitually mispronounced and misspelled Spanish
names) said: “The Mescaleros are very sad and very angry because these Indians have been imprisoned. [T]hey talk bad and some of them have gone away.
We think somebody has told lies to Washington about these Indians. We wish
to have Washington understand the matter.”24
The testimony persuaded Swaine, who told Russell, “If it is true that these
Indians are Mescaleros and not Lippans [sic] and are guilty of no offence, it
becomes the duty of both of us to see that they are not left in confinement
a day longer than we can help.”25 Fountain warned the agent: “All the Indians who are here today exhibit deep feeling in regard to this matter. I firmly
believe that if measures are not taken to allay it, serious results will follow.” If
Russell lacked the authority to release them, Fountain threatened, he would
have them taken before Judge Warren Bristol of the Third Judicial District in
Mesilla on habeas corpus for inquiry into the cause of their detention.26
14
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East officer quarters at Fort Stanton. In New Mexico, Fort Stanton officers were more
humane than their Texas counterparts in trying to keep peace with the Eastern Apaches.
Photograph courtesy Sherry Robinson.

A week later, Russell was still wrestling with his decision. “Whether these
Indians are really Lipans or Mescaleros could not be clearly and immediately
settled,” he wrote the commissioner. Mescaleros insisted that the captives were
Mescalero, but Russell’s own interpreter believed they were Lipans and dismissed San Juan’s statement that San Juan and Polonio were brothers “as all Indians are brothers to each other.” However, Russell worried that if they were not
released, Fountain would set them free with court orders. He resigned himself
to releasing the imprisoned Apaches, “even if they were Lipan Indians” because
“the weight of evidence was in favor of them being Mescalero.” At that point,
they had been held for nearly three months, and Russell understood that the
Mescaleros were “visited frequently by their friends.” He decided to free them
himself. “Otherwise, my life would not be worth much.” Swaine agreed. The
Apaches promised to remain on the reservation and not take revenge on the
interpreter who pointed them out as Lipans.27
After the prisoners’ release, both Russell and Swaine received orders from
their superiors. E. J. Brooke, the Indian Bureau’s chief clerk and reluctant acting commissioner of Indian affairs following the abrupt end to Hayt’s tenure,
advised, “[A]s they belong to Mexico” and are held as prisoners of war, the
Indian Bureau could exercise no control over them. He suggested turning them
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15

over to the Mexican authorities, adding that “the Mexican raiding Indians are
in the habit of visiting that Reservation.” He ordered Russell to ascertain their
place of rendezvous so troops could capture them. Secretary of State William
Evarts agreed and urged “that such course be adopted in all cases of capture of
Mexican Indians.”28 Had the order been received in time, it would have been a
death sentence for the Lipans.
Officials in Mexico and the United States had been trading accusations about
which nation’s Indians were committing depredations along the border. Mexico complained about raiders from reservations in the United States; the United
States objected that its army patrolled the northern side of the border, countering that the Mexican army performed no similar duties.29 In Texas, U.S. troops
had waged such relentless campaigns against the Lipans and Mescaleros, who
were then the last tribes in Texas not living on reservations, that Col. Ranald
Mackenzie, Lt. Col. William Shafter, and Lt. John Bullis became heroes. Col.
Edward Hatch and Brig. Gen. E. O. C. Ord, commanders of military departments respectively in New Mexico and Texas, insisted that if there was border
crossing, it was by Mexican Indians. 30 “[T]he hostile Indians in its territory are,
as I am informed, in great part still in their old haunts and liable to continue
their depredations both in Texas and Mexico,” wrote John W. Foster, minister to
Mexico. The incursions were “most probably the work of the hostile, Mexican
Indians still at large in the states of Coahuila and Chihuahua.”31
After taking power in 1876, Mexican president Porfirio Díaz made a treaty
with the American tribes on his side of the border, promising them subsistence
if they would live on permanent reservations and stop crossing the Rio Grande.
Foster demanded that the Mexican government deliver wild tribes living in Mexico—Lipans, Mescaleros, and other Apaches along with Kickapoos, Seminoles,
and others who moved back and forth across the border—and made it clear that
the president of the United States would withhold recognition until border raids
ceased. Secretary Evarts insisted that U.S. troops be allowed to cross the Mexican border in pursuit of Indian raiders. Díaz condemned their demands and
dispatched the capable Gen. Gerónimo Trevino, commander of Mexico’s Army
of the North. In October 1878, Trevino launched his campaign against the border tribes as U.S. troops in Texas under Ord, Trevino’s father-in-law, maintained
their cross-border raids. Trapped between two forces, the Lipans and their Mescalero friends began an exodus to the Mescalero Reservation.32
Following the Lipans’ arrest in July 1879, all the remaining Lipans fled from
Mescalero, as did the Comanches. They probably withdrew into the Guadalupes, the Sacramentos, or another nearby range, where they had often found
shelter. Within days of the Lipans’ arrests, Russell learned that Grant County
handed down three indictments against Victorio, two for horse stealing
16
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and one for attacks. He anticipated the effort to arrest him and apparently
informed Victorio. When Fountain, Judge Bristol, and other officials happened to ride through on a hunting trip, their excursion sent the Warm
Springs Apaches back on the war path.33 “You will not be more surprised than
I was when I became satisfied that they had gone,” wrote Russell. “They had
been repeatedly assured that their families would be here before winter and
appeared delighted at the prospect of their coming.” He seemed genuinely disappointed to lose Victorio.34
The Lipans and Comanches undoubtedly found a warm welcome with Victorio. His recruiters frequented reservation camps, and the Lipans and Warm
Springs people had previously camped and raided together. In the following
months, two Mescalero chiefs and dozens of warriors joined Victorio as he
swept back and forth across the border. In November Russell informed Swaine
that sixty-nine men were absent; he later corrected the number to fifty-one.35
After the battle of Hembrillo Canyon in April 1880, Lt. Charles Gatewood
wrote that “there were fully 150 bucks against us, being recruited from renegade
Navajos, Mescaleros, Comanches and Lapans [sic], in addition to the Mimbres
[Warm Springs Apaches].” Gatewood, an expert tracker, could speak Apache
and had participated in many Apache campaigns since graduating West Point;
he knew the Apaches well.36
Historian Dan Thrapp speculates that Victorio had only a few people from
the other tribes, but, in fact, many warriors from other tribes—especially Mescaleros and Lipans—joined his force. Maj. Gen. John Pope reported that a
“considerable number of male Indians absent from the Mescalero Agency, are
supposed, on good authority, to be raiding with Victorio.”37 Hatch, whose forces
outnumbered the Apaches five to one, estimated in June 1880 that Victorio
had 268 with him, including 100 renegade “Indians from Mexico,” 75 Indians
from Arizona, and an unknown number of Comanches. He initially led 496, of
whom 160 were women and children and with 100 killed in fighting, his present
strength was 236. Because Chiricahua Apaches who had lived in Mexico were
then on the reservation, the so-called “Mexican Indians” were probably Lipans.
Hatch would have been familiar with them.38
On 14 October 1880, lifelong Mexican soldier Col. Joaquín Terrazas surrounded Victorio’s band in the Castillo Mountains, killing Victorio, and 60 warriors and 18 women and children. He captured 68 women and children as well
as 180 animals. Troops were in pursuit of 30, still at large.39 Mexican soldiers
continued to hunt Lipans even as the Mexican and U.S. armies converged along
the border to contain Victorio. In the heat of the campaigns and after Victorio’s
death, Apaches—in groups, families, or twos and threes—crept through mountains and trekked across deserts, to elude soldiers and make their way to the
Robinson / Renegades and Refugees
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Mescalero Apache Mountain Spirit dancers. Mescalero Apache Mountain Spirit
dancers perform during Fort Stanton’s annual event, “Fort Stanton Live!” held every July.
Photographs courtesy Sherry Robinson.
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Guadalupe Mountains or the Mescalero Reservation. They stole a few horses for
transportation, shot some cattle for food, and moved on.40
Troops often did not know whose trail they followed. In February 1880, Lt.
Frederick E. Phelps and twenty Eighth Cavalry troopers from Fort McIntosh in
Texas scouted toward the border following reports of a party of Indians raiding near Zaragosa and Guerrero. Phelps, who had much experience scouting
for and fighting both Lipans and Mescaleros, found it peculiar that there were
no reports of cattle and horse stealing. From high on a hill, he himself could
see horses and cattle grazing quietly near a ranch, which supposedly had been
attacked. The Indians, “if Indians they were,” were on foot and believed to be
Mescaleros belonging to Victorio’s band “though I could discover no reason for
this supposition.”41 Lipans had for many decades lived near Zaragosa, where
their camps were attacked by Mexican forces.
In August soldiers from the Pecos District of Texas trailed a small party
through rough canyon country, believing they were a decoy left by the main party.
A fresh recruit, who assumed he was following Victorio’s Apaches, drew a bead on
two people but to his chagrin discovered that he had shot a young woman. The
Indians scattered along the rocky edges of a plateau, and one of their trails ran
towards the Guadalupes.42 In November Capt. Thomas J. Spencer and his Tenth
Cavalry patrol from Fort Davis reported an attack on a freight train nearby and
the loss of six mules.43 They had spotted six Indians the day before; both parties
came from Mexico and were headed toward the Guadalupes. A few days later,
more troops from Fort Davis followed about twenty-five or thirty Indians who
returned to Mexico to the Pine Mountains, where they left their families, and
moved farther south toward the San Carlos Mountains in Coahuila.44
“It appears that there were some small bands not in the fight, which will now
probably try and make their way back to the reservations,” wrote Louis Scott, U.S.
consul at Chihuahua, “but this should not be allowed under any circumstances
or conditions, but they should be hunted to death every one of them. . . . There
is an opportunity now to teach these bloodthirsty Apaches a lesson that they will
remember and not one of this band should be permitted to escape the halter they
so richly deserve.”45 His sentiments would have resonated in the Lone Star State.
From its beginning as a republic, Texas was careful to not promise land to its
many tribes. Officially it encouraged white settlement, which pushed tribes farther west and north. When Texas became a state in 1845, its leaders were considering reservations but needed all public lands to retire debts. The solution was to
push their tribes into Indian Territory. The tribes’ furious resistance fills many
pages of history.46
While the U.S. Army’s right hand in Texas attempted to kill all the Apaches,
its left hand in New Mexico Territory sent runners to bring in renegades and
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stragglers. On 26 October 1880 runners returned with seven men and seventeen women and children, who seemed pleased to be back at Mescalero. Capt.
Casper H. Conrad, commanding officer at Fort Stanton, instructed his troops to
treat returning Apaches as they would reservation Indians. In November Conrad gathered the Apache leaders and told them the government wanted Indians
who were absent to return and live at peace on the reservation. Troops would
protect them from “Texans” and others who they feared would attack them if
they turned in their weapons (although the chief and some subchiefs could keep
their weapons, and a few other men could have weapons for hunting). Conrad
promised them two mares for each family, plus other stock. They could select a
white man to go with five Apaches to bring in renegades. Apache leaders wanted
only Apaches to be sent and believed 34 were still camped in the Smoke Mountains. It would take a month to bring them back.47 When those people returned,
soldiers questioned them about Victorio, but they said they knew nothing of
him.48 The Comanches also returned and camped near Chief Natzili, “a warm
friend of theirs,” according to Russell, who added, “They are quiet here, and it
costs no more to keep them (I suppose) than at Fort Sill.”49 These Comanches
had befriended Chief Natzili on the southern plains before Natzili had brought
his people, called Gulgahende or Cuelcahende, to Mescalero in 1877. He would
later become chief of all the people at Mescalero.50
Late in November, thirteen Apaches arrived at the reservation and an interpreter was summoned. These Apaches admitted being with Victorio and said
they were anxious to come in and live at peace, but feared they would be killed.
The interpreter promised on his life that they would not be harmed. Russell
refused to clothe and feed them. In a report to the commissioner, he revealed his
thoughts: “The Indians that, when told to do so, came in here last spring quiet
and peaceable, were placed under guard and have been kept so ever since, while
these renegades that have been murdering and stealing all summer (admitting
that they stole the horses of my herders) come in with impunity and even have
the fatted beef killed for them. It is a virtual license to repeat their summer’s
work and saying to those who remain here, ‘go and do likewise.’” He elaborated
his position on the renegades: “I yield to no one in my sympathy for the Indians, as a people, and my willingness to do and work for them, and try to better
their condition, but when they deserve punishment, I would punish them, just
as I would a white man. The best interests of the other Indians require it.”51 Capt.
George Augustus Purington, who would have a long career in the Indian Wars,
responded that he had no beef or tents, and if he kept the Apaches as prisoners
of war it would deter others from coming in and create doubt and fears among
those who were already there.52
Russell’s uncompromising view may have satisfied his superiors in Washington, but it hardly contributed to gathering the scattered Apaches from their
20
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distant hideaways and re-establishing peace on the reservation and in the area.
At least for a time and in New Mexico, the military exercised more common
sense than the agent. During 1880 and 1881, Apache remnants drifted back to
Mescalero. Many had been away for years, and most, ragged and miserable with
only a few guns and horses among them, were hardly a threat. Lipans would
quietly slip in to the reservation through 1894, but because of Russell’s arrests,
every newcomer for years claimed to be Mescalero.53
In looking back at the events of these three pivotal years, a few have portrayed the retreat or removal of these tribes as “ethnic cleansing,” an anachronistic idea that is out of place here. Racism was certainly rampant, but the forced
exit of the Lipans from their traditional territory was a struggle to control land
and resources. Today, the battles and raids are cited in federal recognition petitions as evidence of a tribe’s determination to hold its lands. Despite frightful
losses to war and disease, the Lipans never surrendered—they simply melted
away, filtering into reservations in New Mexico and Oklahoma where they had
relatives, drifting, family by family, back to places they once lived in Texas, or
taking root in Mexican villages.
Some might interpret border tribes like the Lipans as bit players in a political drama dominated by two nations. As the United States increased pressure on
Mexico to end cross-border Indian raids and a newly-founded Mexican regime
sought legitimacy, the Lipans and Mescaleros saw their status slip from asset to
liability. Even as their strength ebbed, they could still throw sand in diplomatic
gears, preventing the alignment of one nation with the other. Despite devastating attacks by U.S. and Mexican troops, the Lipans held out in their old refuges
for a surprisingly long time, retreating into ever-remote hideouts and even adding their might to one of the Southwest’s last Apache wars.
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